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TREASURE  IN  EARTHEN  VESSELS 

"But  we  have  this  treasure  in  earthen 
vessels..."  (II  Corinthians  4:7) 


If  I  were  asked  to  summarize  the  present  state  of 
the  Christian  religion  in  this  country,  I  would  do  so 
in  two  sentences.   The  enemies  of  the  gospel  are  too 
optimistic.   The  friends  of  the  gospel  are  too  pessi- 
mistic.  It  is  the  pessimism  of  the  people  of  God  to 
which  I  would  speak  today. 

This  pessimism  has  only  to  be  mentioned.   Its 
existence  need  not  be  proved.   Its  prevalence  need  not 
be  documented.   North,  south,  east  and  west  the  story 
is  the  same.   Christ's  people  are  down-in-the-mouth, 
discouraged,  joyless,  fretful,  anxious  and  running 
scared. 


There  is  a  word  that  comes  to  us  across  two  thou- 
sand years  that  can  help  us  deal  with  this  malaise.  I 
refer  to  a  statement  in  the  fourth  chapter  of  Paul's 
second  Corinthian  letter:   "But  we  have  this  treasure 
in  earthen  vessels." 

Saul  of  Tarus  had  been  un-horsed  on  the  Damascus 
Road  by  the  living  Christ  and  subsequently  converted 
to  the  faith.   But  Paul  often  found  it  necessary  to 
defend  his  apostleship.   Unlike  the  others  he  had  not 
been  part  of  the  original  twelve.   Something  of  a 
"Johnny  come  lately"  on  the  scene,  his  credentials  were 
frequently  called  into  question.   In  each  instance  Paul 
responded  with  a  vigorous  defense  of  his  ministry. 

The  early  chapters  of  this  second  letter  to  the 
church  at  Corinth  are  a  case  in  point.   In  those  verses 
St.  Paul  alludes  to  the  afflictions  that  he  suffered 
for  the  gospel.   He  declares  himself  not  a  peddler  of 
God's  word,  but  a  sincere  man  commissioned  of  God. 


He  testifies  to  the  sufficiency  of  God.   He  declares 
that  he  has  not  preached  himself,  but  the  unsurpassably 
good  news  that  "It  is  the  God  who  said,  'Let  light 
shine  out  in  darkness,'  who  has  shone  in  our  hearts  to 
give  the  light  of  the  knowledge  of  the  glory  of  God  in 
the  face  of  Christ."   (II  Cor.  4:6) 

Then  comes  the  observation  that  forms  our  text. 
It  is  rightly  made  the  beginning  of  a  new  paragraph 
in  the  Revised  Standard  Version.   "But  we  have  this 
treasure  in  earthen  vessels."   Paul  was  believer 
enough  to  know  that  the  gospel  is  a  treasure,  but 
realist  enough  to  know  that  the  agents  of  that  gos- 
pel are  human. 

The  word  "treasure"  in  the  Greek  carries  over  in- 
to English  in  our  word  "thesaurus."  Erich  Segal's  Love 
Story  is  nothing  compared  to  the  love  story  related  by 
Matthew,  Mark,  Luke  and  John.   A  character  in  a  recent 
novel  exclaimed,  "Certinaly  I  believe  there  is  some- 
thing bigger  than  myself.   The  question  is,  does  it 
know  that  I  am  here?"l  The  answer  of  the  Christian 
faith  is  -  He  knows.   He  cares!   He  LOVES!   What  could 
possibly  be  more  meaningful  to  the  human  spirit  than 
the  knowledge  that  the  one  who  created  us  is  also  our 
Saviour?  Here  indeed  is  treasure  of  such  worth  that 
one  is  well-advised  to  sell  all  that  he  has  to  gain 
possession  of  it. 

In  the  presence  of  God's  grace  one  can  but  resort 
to  exclamation.   This  Paul  does  in  his  Roman  letter: 
"0  the  depth  of  the  riches  and  wisdom  and  knowledge  of 
God!   How  unsearchable  are  his  judgments  and  how  in- 
scrutable his  ways!   ....  For  from  him  and  through  him 
and  to  him  are  all  things.   To  him  be  glory  for  ever. 
Amen."   (Romans  11:33,  36) 

"But,"  says  Paul,  "we  have  this  treasure  in  earth- 
en vessels."   The  apostle  took  the  gospel  seriously, 
but  not  himself.   He  knew  himself  for  the  frail,  flawed 
vessel  that  he  was.   It  was  common  practice  in  Paul's 
days  for  people  of  means  to  keep  their  silver  and  gold 
in  earthen  vessels.   Or,  as  the  term  might  be  rendered, 
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"earthen  pots."   The  conjunction  "but"  is  of  critical 
significance  here  because  it  establishes  the  contrast 
between  the  excellence  of  the  gospel  and  the  imperfec- 
tions of  those  of  us  who  embrace  it. 

What  did  Paul  have  in  mind  when  he  saw  himself  as 
an  "earthen  vessel?"   Surely  he  had  in  mind  his  physical 
infirmities.   His  weaknesses  of  character  and  tempera- 
ment.  The  limitations  of  his  own  mind.   "But  we  have 
this  treasure  in  earthen  vessels."   One  feels  certain 
that  Paul  maintained  his  sanity,  not  to  mention  his 
faith,  by  carefully  distinguishing  at  all  times  be- 
tween the  gospel  and  those  who  held  it. 


What  does  Paul's  insight  say  to  a  generation  of 
Christians  that  is  fast  losing  the  will  to  fight  the 
good  fight  of  faith?   His  words  suggest  two  questions: 
Have  we  over-estimated  ourselves?   Have  we  under-esti- 
mated our  treasure?   Let's  look  at  these  briefly. 

Have  we  over-estimated  ourselves?  Have  we  for- 
gotten, per  chance,  that  the  gospel  always  finds  em- 
bodiment in  less  than  perfect  people?   That  the  church, 
even  in  its  finest  hours ,  is  little  more  than  a  col- 
lection of  earthen  pots? 

We  suffer  painfully  at  times  from  unwarranted  ex- 
pectations.  Let's  break  this  down.   There  are  times 
when  the  congregations  of  the  Christian  world  expect 
too  much  of  their  ministers.   One  of  the  religious 
games  people  play  is  called  "Pedestal  the  Minister." 
By  this  device  congregations  subtly  imply  that  the 
minister  is  expected  to  live  out  the  congregation's 
obedience  to  Christ. 

A  survey  was  taken  about  a  year  ago  in  which 
church  members  across  the  country  were  asked  whether 
they  drank.   Most  of  them  acknowledged  that  they  did. 
Theywere  then  asked  whether  they  felt  that  their  min- 
ister should  drink.   A  majority  said  no.   ( I  am  not 
citing  this  study  because  of  any  suppressed  thirst  on 
my  part ! ) 
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There  is  an  earthiness  to  every  minister  that 
ordination  does  not  cancel.   He  has  an  upbringing,  a 
history,  a  mind-set,  a  group  of  experiences  and  a 
temperament  that  all  stand  in  need  of  the  gradual  re- 
fining of  the  Holy  Spirit.   He  too  wrestles  with  the 
claims  of  Christ.   He  suffers  when  the  call  of  Christ 
and  the  call  of  a  particular  congregation  run  a  colli- 
sion course  in  his  life.   He  struggles  to  understand 
how  the  mind  of  Christ  relates  to  the  vexing  issues 
of  the  day. 

Let  me  say  with  sincerity  that  the  Riverside 
Church  has  given  its  ministers  -  whether  in  urban  min- 
istry, or  preaching,  or  Christian  Education,  or  what- 
ever -  large  liberty  here.   None  of  us  feels  himself 
to  be  laboring  under  chafing  constraints.   But  this 
church  is  an  exception.   Running  through  the  boards  of 
our  church  and  many  of  our  members  is  a  strong  convic- 
tion that  we  must  search  together  to  discover  the  shape 
of  our  mission  in  this  time  and  place.   This  is  the  way 
it  ought  to  be. 

William  Ellery  Channing,  a  distinguished  preacher 
of  another  day,  once  said  to  his  congregation,  "I,  in- 
deed, offer  myself  to  you  as  your  spiritual  friend  and 
teacher,  but  I  do  it  in  the  full  knowledge  that  God  has 
given  you  better  aids  than  your  minister,  that  I  am  but 
one  out  of  many  means  of  your  instruction,  and  that, 
after  all,  the  chief  responsibility  falls  upon  your- 
selves. "2 

There  are  times  when  congregations  expect  too  much 
of  their  ministers.   But  ministers  often  have  a  way  of 
expecting  too  much  of  their  congregations.  Thomas  Ful- 
ler is  credited  with  an  insight  that  ministers  can 
warm  up  to:   "Good  is  not  good  when  proceeding  from 
them  from  whom  far  better  is  expected.'    Being  in 
touch  with  literally  hundreds  of  ministers  around  the 
country,  I  know  whereof  I  speak  when  I  say  that  many 
of  these  men  and  women  have  been  positively  crushed  and 
disappointed  by  their  congregations.   Congregations 
that  insist  on  playing  it  safe  in  a  chaotic  time.  Con- 
gregations that  insist  on  identifying  with  the  affluent 
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and  the  powerful.   Congregations  that  seem  to  be  bent 
on  nothing  more  than  institutional  self-preservation. 

One  of  the  ablest  ministers  I  have  known  over  the 
last  twenty  years  has  just  left  his  pastorate  in  a 
thriving  church  on  the  west  coast.   The  blow  that  ul- 
timately felled  him  was  a  remark  made  by  one  of  his 
leading  officers  during  the  course  of  a  discussion  on 
a  raging  social  issue.   The  officer  said,  "It's  time 
we  stopped  worrying  about  doing  the  Christian  thing  and 
started  doing  the  right  thing."  Which  being  interpreted 
means,  it's  time  we  began  to  conform  more  to  the  ex- 
pectations that  the  culture  holds  for  the  church. 

Langdon  Gilkey  was  right  when  he  said,  "Protes- 
tantism unseated  the  pope,  not  in  order  to  replace  him 
by  the  congregation,  but  to  enthrone  Jesus  Christ,  the 
Word  of  God,  there."4 

Yet,  having  said  all  of  this,  and  believing  it,  it 
is  also  true  that  the  members  of  any  congregation  are 
but  earthen  vessels  in  which  the  treasure  rests.  Paul 
Tillich  wisely  noted  that  "Those  who  have  encountered 
Christ  are  only  fragmentarily  healed."   None  of  us 
is  altogether  healed  yet«   There  isn't  a  member  in 
any  church  who  has  20-20  vision  in  both  eyes  that 
allows  him  to  see  with  perfect  clarity  the  nature  of 
the  Christian  calling.  Nor  does  any  of  us  have  a  heart 
sufficiently  strong  for  unconditional  obedience  to  the 
Christ. 

While  we  are  on  this  subject  it  might  also  be  said 
that  pastors  and  congregations  together  have  a  way  of 
expecting  too  much  from  denominational  leaders  and 
ecclesiastical  executives.   Most  of  the  major  problems 
that  beset  our  country  are  not  soluble  by  any  single 
local  congregation.   Hence,  we  look  more  and  more  to 
the  men  and  women  "upstairs"  to  wrestle  with  such  issues 
of  awesome  size  as:   abortion,  euthanasia,  women's  lib, 
racism,  the  sexual  revolution,  environmental  pollution, 
population  control,  etc.   We  watch  the  mails  for  answers 
from  our  various  denominational  secretaries  that  will 
set  our  theology  straight  and  save  us  from  having  to 
think  and  feel  for  ourselves. 
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But  how  the  church  should  position  itself  on  such 
complex  matters,  and  how  it  should  order  its  priorities 
in  light  of  them,  requires  more  than  a  floor  of  offices, 
a  mimeograph  machine  and  a  postage  meter.   What  is  re- 
quired is  prayer  and  study  and  dialogue  and  an  enormous 
amount  of  give  and  take.   "We  have  this  treasure  in 
earthen  vessels."  What  I  am  pleading  for  is  greater 
patience  toward  each  other.   God  remembers  that  we  are 
dust.   Let  us  not  forget! 


There  is  that  other  question,  Have  we  under-esti- 
mated our  treasure?   Have  we  been  looking  so  much  at 
the  frailty  of  the  vessel,  that  we  have  lost  sight  of 
the  treasure  that  lies  at  the  heart  of  it  all?  Peter 
Berger  spoke  a  brave,  and,  in  my  judgment,  helpful 
word  last  Setpember  when  he  addressed  the  Consulation 
on  Church  Union  in  Denver,  Colorado.   The  noted  sociol- 
ogist urged  the  church  to  recover  its  confidence  in 
the  gospel  and  its  initiative.   He  argued  that  the 
Christian  community  needs  to  regain  its  nerve  and 
achieve  a  new  stance  of  confidence  in  itself  and  its 
message.   The  church  has  spent  too  much  time  listening 
to  "modern  man."   It  has  been  asking  the  question 
"What  does  modern  man  have  to  say  to  the  church?"  It 
is  time  now  for  Christians  to  ask  "What  does  the  church 
have  to  say  to  modern  man?" 

Think  of  the  enormous  claim  that  lies  at  the 
heart  of  this  gospel  -  the  claim  that  God  has  spoken. 
"Martin  Buber  tells  of  Rabbi  Zusya,  one  of  the  great 
Hassidic  masters,  that  he  was  never  able  to  quote  the 
sayings  of  his  teacher.   For  when  Rabbi  Zusya  heard 
the  introduction  to  the  Scripture  passage  which  his 
teacher  was  about  to  expound:  'And  God  spoke  ...'  this 
was  enough:  he  was  overcome  with  ecstasy  and  carried 
on  so  wildly  that  he  had  to  be  taken  out.   And  then  he 
stood  in  the  hall  or  in  the  woodshed,  it  is  told,  beat- 
ing against  the  walls  and  crying:  'God  spoke!   God 
spoke!'   And  the  story  concludes:  'One  word  is  enough, 
for  with  one  word  can  the  world  be  uplifted,  and  with 
one  word  can  the  world  be  redeemed.'"" 
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When  I  begin to  think  too  little  of  the  treasure 
of  the  gospel  I  look  around  and  see  the  good  that  it 
has  achieved  in  the  world.   Dr.  David  Hawkins  is  in- 
terested in  having  the  nation  enter  upon  a  more  en- 
lightened treatment  of  schizophrenics.   But  finding 
himself  up  against  stiff  resistance  in  this  quest  he 
remarks,  "Our  society  is  historically  unwilling  to  take 
on  a  major  problem  when  there  is  an  implication  of 
moral  culpability  on  the  part  of  the  sufferer.   The 
public  is  unwilling  to  pay  the  bill  when  the  true  medi- 
cal nature  of  illness  is  still  in  question."   What  is 
highly  commendable  about  the  church  is  its  willingness 
to  provide  help  even  where  the  sufferer  is  morally 
culpable. 

I  find  that  when  I  get  even  a  small  interest  in 
the  farm  worker,  or  the  drug  addict,  or  the  draft  re- 
sister,  or  the  refugee,  or  the  civil  rights  problem, 
or  whatever ,  invariably  someone  is  already  at  work 
in  that  sector  who  has  been  touched  by  the  life  and 
spirit  of  Jesus  Christ.   What  a  treasure! 

A  visiting  journalist  once,  during  the  hostilities 
in  China,  watched  a  nun  spending  her  day  cleaning  the 
filthy  and  gangrenous  wounds  of  soldiers  in  hospi- 
tal.  Unable  to  hold  back  any  longer,  he  said  to  the 
nun,  "I  wouldn't  do  that  for  a  million  dollars."  Her 
reply  was:  "Neither  would  I." 


"We  have  this  treasure  in  earthen  vessels."  The 
friends  of  the  gospel  are  too  pessimistic  because  they 
have  looked  overly  much  on  the  earthiness  of  the  vessels 
and  not  enough  on  the  treasure  of  the  faith  itself. 

We  may  not  be  much ,  but  the  gospel  is  still  the 
world's  best  hope! 
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Closing  Prayer 

Grant  us, gracious  father, 

the  poise  that  belongs  to  faith. 
When  a  sense  of  futility 
threatens  to  undo  us 

help  us  to  remember 

whose  we  are 
and  whom  we  serve. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord. 

Amen 
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